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From Allusion to Insght and Right Action:
Political Dimensions of 1bn ‘ Arabi’ s Hermeneutics of Spiritual Redlisation

We shall continue to cause them to see Our Sgns on the horizons
and in their own souls until it becomes clear to them that He is the
truly Real....

(Qur'an 41:53)

The dramétic recent expanson of worldwide interest in Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings, which
is reflected in—and smultaneoudy sustained by—a phenomena increase in new editions,
trandations, and a wide range of partid dudies and presentations of his writings, has aso
rased a fundamenta problem of interpretation which often seems to have been overlooked
by many scholaly specidigts involved in this new wave of publications. As a tescher
frequently working with non-specidist audiences in different languages and cultures, | am
often faced with the dilemmas posed by the fact that most students of the Shaykh today
(whatever ther language or culture) naturdly gpproach those studies without much informed
understanding of those essentia contexts—both historicd and especidly the ‘operative’ or
exigentid ones—which are in fact needed for an adequate understanding and appreciation of
his writings as they were meant to be read and utilised by his origind audiences. For in the
absence of that basic contextud background, such students are necessarily obliged to
interpret whatever fragmentary studies of lbn *Arabi’s writings they do encounter either in
tems of today’'s very different prevaling rdigio-culturd categories and ideologica
frameworks or, in the case of more scholarly readers, in terms of whatever particular 1damic
religious disciplines and received categories of thought they happen to take as their own

unconscious persond framework for gpproaching [bn ‘ Arabi.

Such hermeneutical  problems, of course, have dways rased by the intentiondly
unigue and intrindcdly chdlenging, never-imitated nature of lbn ‘Arabi’s own distinct
thetoric.”  And they are beautifully illugrated in the familiar historica processes by which the

more theoretical gpproaches to his work, throughout much of the Eastern Idamic world,

' Prepared for colloguum ‘Le Symbolisme e I’herméneutique dans la pensée d'lbn
‘Arabi’, Damascus, June 22-24, 2005.

? See the more detaled introduction to this dimenson of the Shaykh's work in our
recent sudy of ‘Ibn ‘Arabi’s Rhetoric of Redisation: Keys to Reading and “Trandating” the
Meccan Illuminations, in Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn *Arabi Society [JMIAY, vol. XXXIII
(2003), pp. 54-99, and vol. XXXIV (2003), pp. 103-145.
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became limited soon after his death to particular narrowly philosophicd and theologicd
perspectives focused amogt exclusvely on the detailed intdlectud andyss of his Fusls al-
Hikam, in ways that have deeply shaped the wider public conceptions of the man and his

writings down to the present day.3

This essay, intended as a brief response to that need for proper contextudisation,
attempts to outline—in language and examples accessible to non-speciadist readers, as well as
more scholarly audiences—some of the most badc features of that universd hermeneutica
dgtudion (i.e, one that gpplies intringcaly and necessarily to the mord and spiritua testing
gtudions, responshilities and obligations engaging all human beings) which is presupposed
in dl of lbn ‘Arad’s writings, dthough it is most richly developed in his magnum opus, the
immense ‘Meccan llluminations (al-Futdhat al-Makkiyya). That essertid hermeneutica
problematic—which, as our famous opening Qur anic passage clearly indicates, applies to dl
of our earthly exigence—is beautifully summarised in a key eschaologica passage near the
end of chapter 64, where Ibn *Arabi has begun to prepare his readers for the proper approach
to understanding his long following chapters on the inner spiritud meanings impliat within
the fundamenta acts of purification and worship (asrar al-‘ibadat).

There he explans tha while that uniqudy <dvific Bridge through the ‘fires of
eathly exisence—described in the famous hadith of the Intercesson as being ‘finer than a
hair, and sharper than a sword'—is none other than the ‘divindy reveded Path’ @l-sirét al-
mashr('), in redity the essentia qudities of inspired indght and spiritua discernment needed
to safely traverse that Bridge cannot be provided by anyone or anything outside each person’s
own unique process of hermeneutica discovery or redisation As he beautifully summarises
that dilemma, the safe traverang of each of those fires, of each soul’s unique sat of Spiritud
tests and learning experiences, requires.

...(true inner) knowledge of the divindy reveded Pathway (ilm al-shari'a)
in this lower life. For (without that true spiritud guidance and inspiration)

s See our basic outline of this higoricd heritage in the three-part study ‘lbn ‘Arabi
and His Interpreters, in the Journal of the American Oriental Society [JAOS], vol. 106
(1986), pp. 539-551 and pp. 733-756, and vol. 107 (1987), pp. 101-119; and “Except His
Face...”: The Political and Aesthetic Dimensions of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Legacy, in JMIAS \ol.
XX (1998), pp. 1-13. These two articles and severd dozen related historical studies and
reviews are now reedily avalable in the webste volume Ibn ‘Arabi and His Interpreters:
Historical Contexts and Contemporary Perspectives, which can be fredy downloaded at the
webdite of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘ Arabi Society, www.ibnarabisociety.org/lbnArabi.
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the actua aspect of Right/Truth/Obligation with God (wajh al-haqg ‘inda
Allah) applying to that particular problematic Stuation is not known. Nor
do we know which of those driving to understand that has rightfully
succeeded in resching that (red and agpplicable meaning) in itsdf. So
because of that (i.e, if we rely on such externad cdams of authority) we are
led to worship according to the predominance of ther suppostions
(tu*ubbidna bi ghalabat al-zunin)!

This congantly recurring spiritud dilemma, l1bn ‘Arabi goes on to explain, can never
be resolved smply on the bass of the outward authenticity and relative accuracy of
tranamisson of the verbd form of those teachings. For as he points out, those traditiona
historicad accounts, even at their best and most accurate, ‘can only give us the form of words
of the (Prophetic) saying,” by ‘knowing that the Messenger...said this or did that’ in some
ealier, only imperfectly known circumgtances. For the essentia direct inspiration of the
origind divine intention actudly pertaining to each rdevant exigentid dStuation we freshly
encounter is Imply not accessble in terms of any externad clams, authorities, or dterndive

interpretations:

For what we are (redly) seeking is to know what should be understood
from that (divine or Prophetic) saying or action, in order to agpply its
(rlevant) judgment to this (new) problematic dtuation, with absolute
certainty.

Now to put this fundamentd point as smply as possble, every writing of Ibn ‘Ardbl’s
that 1 have yet encountered can ultimately be understood as providing essentid eements of
the appropriate practica response to that universa spiritud Stuation, or—to use his own
pregnant expresson—as a kind of comprehensvey dl-indusve act of nasiha or ‘spiritud

advice .4 So whenever we look at the Futlhat and his other works in terms of that inductable

! See the extended illugrations of this principle in the forthcoming volume The
Reflective Heart: Discovering Spiritual Intelligence in Ibn ‘Arabi’s ‘Meccan Illuminations
(Fons Vitae, 2005). For the key higtorica role of this public misson of nasiha in the later,
Eastern period of 1bn ‘Arabi’s life, see the introduction to our essay ‘Introducing Ibn *Arabr’s
Book of Spiritual Advice’', JMIAS vol. XXVIII (2000), pp. 1-18—and in paticular the
following key autobiographica passage from his R al-Mubashshirat (trandated more fully in
Some Dreams of Ibn *Arabi, pp. 1-3 in the Newdletter of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘ Arabi Society,
Autumn, 1993):

| saw in adream that | was a the Sacred Shrine in Mecca, and it was as though
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hermeneutica context, the effective roles and intentions of each of ther highly diverse forms
of expresson and teaching dways come into clear focus. While on the other hand, if we
goproach those writings in tems of any number of other purdy intdlectud or worldly-
practical concerns, those same works just as quickly shater into a host of radicdly differing
topics, gpproaches, perspectives, and subjects of anayss.

It may hep then, in understanding why Ibn ‘Ardbl’s works dways look so very
different depending on each reader or interpreter’s own particular hermeneutica perspective,
to visudise this undelying dtudion in teems of the following schematic diagram, which
places around the outer circumference of a circle what appear to us, when we approach them
amply from the point of view of our determining conscious and especidly unconscious
‘beliefs (our i‘tigadat, in Ibn ‘Arabi’s own far-reaching sense of that term), as the many
different conditutive dements both of the higoricd forms of each reveation (shar*), and of
their corresponding intellectual interpretations and ongoing elaboration by later historical
traditions. It is important to kegp in mind that the handful of particular terms and dements
liged here ae purdy for the pupose of illudraion: they could eesly be expanded
indefinitely to include the appropricte terminologies of many different interpretive schools,
ideologies, and higtoricd traditions. Thus ‘indde that circle represents the actud universd
hermeneutical  context of piritud realisation,5 whose most essatid features are  briefly

the Resurrection had dready begun. It was as though | was sanding immediately
in front of my Lord, with my head bowed in slence and fear of His reproaching
me because of my negligence (afrit). But He was saying to me: ‘O My servant,
don't be afraid, for | am not asking you to do anything except to admonish [root
n-s-h] My servants. So admonish My servants, and | will guide the people (al-
nas) to the straight path.’

Now when | had seen tow rare it was for anyone to enter the Path of God, | had
become spiritudly lazy. And that night | had resolved only to concern mysdf
with my own soul, to forget about dl the other people and therr condition. But
then | had that dream, and the very next morning | sat down among the people
and began to explan to them the dear Pah and the various evils blocking the
Path for each group of them, whether the learned jurists, the ‘poor’ @l-fugard’),
the Sufis or the common people. So every one of them began to oppose me and
to try to destroy me, but God helped me to overcome them and protected me with
a blessng and lovingmercy from Him. (The Prophet) sad: ‘Rdigion (al-Din) is
admonishment (or “draight advice” al-nasiha), for God, for the leaders of the
Mudims, and for the common people among them, as is mentioned in Mudim's
Sahih.

° Throughout this paper, ‘redisation’ trandates the multi-faceted Arabic expresson
tahqgiq (as practiced by the individua muhaqgqgig). While Ibn ‘Arabl himself conscioudy uses



outlined in the following section|.
DIAGRAM: HERMENEUTICAL ALTERNATIVES

Outside the circdle = ‘beliefs (in Ibn ‘Arabi’s broad understanding of i‘tigad); the physica-
natura redm accessble to the senses and the limited intelect—and corresponding
historicaly evolved intdlectud disciplines of interpretation.

Insde the Circle = the necessaxily individud arenaof actud spiritud redisation (tahqiq)

a vad range of Qur'anic and other technica expressions to point to different facets of this
fundamentd human condition, tahgig was the dngle teem which later Idamic spiritud and
intellectud traditions most commonly used to convey dl the equaly essentid dements of the
actua process of gpiritud redisation: the search for what is truly Red and Right (al-Haqq);
the intringc human obligaions and freedoms following from—and indispensable for—our
discovery of that Right; and the endless forms of inspired knowing and awareness, of
enlightened piritua  intelligence, flowing from the appropriate actudisation of those
responghilities.
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The remainder of this essay is divided into four sections (I) an indication of some of
the most basc festures of the ‘hermeneutical crucible of spiritud redisation. (1) A brief
discusson of the problematic role—and necessxily multiple levds and intentions—of 1bn
‘Arabi’s highly didinctive types of writing, when his distinctive rhetoric and language is seen
in terms of the contragting redities and perceptions represented in this diagram.  (111) An
equaly summary discusson of a few of the most familiar illudrations of that double-sided
rhetoric which recur throughout the Shaykh's works. (IV) A short lig of some of the key
practica, political conditions—which ae necessarily both obligaions and corresponding
freedoms—for spirituad  redisation, which aise whenever individuas begin to take those
interpretive respongbilities serioudy. We conclude with a brief dluson to the recent,
ongoing higtorical re-discovery of the manifold ways that Ibn *Arabi’s successors creetively
goplied and worked out, in ther own radicdly differing higoricd and culturd Stuetions,
these wider responghilities and political implications of his iritual hermeneutics

|. THE CONTEXT OF SPIRITUAL REALISATION:

To begin with, mogt people drawn to the serious study of lbn ‘Arabi—and certainly
those who choose to devote many years to developing a deeper appreciation of his
teechings—are typicdly dready motivated by lifdong spiritua concerns, accompanied by
fdlow ‘spiritud researchers (muhagqigdn), and so immersed in the ongoing processes of
soiritual practice and redlisation that they naturaly tend to take for granted the basic features
of that spiritua hermeneutical context ‘indde the cirdé€, without paying much atention to
the wider spectrum of ways the chdlenges of interpretation may actudly arise or be framed
for others less sdf-conscioudy involved in spiritud pursuitss. One way of helping to bresk
out of those unconscious assumptions, while dso providing a very practicd illustration of this
gtuation of spiritual hermeneutics which in itsdf is dready nearly universd in its indusvity,
is amply to consder one of Ibn ‘Arabi’s own favourite examples. the celebrated ‘hadith of
the Quedtioning’ a the Last Day (trandated in full a the end of this essay). In that frequently
reiterated divine saying (hadith qudsi), whose spirit permeetes dl of lbn ‘Arabi’s writing,
God confronts a namdess, sdf-righteous person (i.e, each of us) on the Last Day and
chdlenges him, in successon, with the statements. ‘I was sick, and yet you did not vist M€,
‘l was hungry and you did not feed M€, and ‘I was thirsty, yet you did not give Me to
drink’ —before going on to explain tha if person had actudly responded appropriately to that
humant-divine Presence and painful need, each time he aso ‘would have found God', and his
own divine solace, precisdly in and through that fatefully negected act of compassion.
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Now when we bear in mind the full range of pervasive spiritud ‘maadies, hungers
and thirsts evoked throughout the Qur'an, and when we juxtgpose the essentid lesson
illugrated here with the equaly famous Prophetic hadith in which the culminaing spiritua
virtue of ihsan (recognisng and redlisng what is both good and beautiful)—depicted as the
ultimate am of dl Rdigion (din)—is explained as ‘worshipping God as though you see
Him...: then the full univerdity of this ‘hemeneuticd crucible condituted by al our
eathly life becomes dramaticdly apparent. For from that perspective, everything each
person encounters in life, whether outwardly or inwardly, suddenly appears as a vey
concrete, infinitedly demanding and illuminating, ongoing st of ‘private lessons from God,
necessarily cdling for, evoking, and teaching each of the centrd spiritud virtues articulated
by the Qur'an and the other divine revelations6 For as Ibn ‘Arabi repeatedly points out, each
of us is dways smultaneoudy on ‘both sdes of this recurring Encounter, gradudly learning
the trandforming redity of divine Compasson through our own suffering as wel as through
our responses—and failures to respond—to the sufferings of others.

While some reflection is of course required a firsd to connect these revelaory
teechings with ther actud concrete illudrations in our own experience, once that
indispensable connection has been edtablished, over time even a little further reflection will
quickly bring up the following essentid features of this universd hermeneuticd  Stuation.
Each person can quickly expand the very abstract points listed here:

The ‘Unique Point’ (nuqta) of time and circumgance While the cirde of the
diagram above has to be drawn large smply to dlow for the text surrounding it,
everything in lbn ‘Arabl’s teaching—especidly his principle of the ‘ever-renewed
Cregtion’ of dl things & every indgant—highlights the fact tha our individud
freedom and corresponding responghility, the particular ‘interpretation’” congtantly
required of us by God, necessarily relates to the very particular chalenges of the
unique dStuation, posshilities, and condraints posed for each individud by this

° See the more detailed discusson of this fundamenta contrast, which permegtes the
entire Qur'an, between the difficult atanment of the true spiritud virtues and ther illusory,
socidly vdidated subgitutes in the chapter on ‘The Myderies of Ihsan: Naturd
Contemplation and the Spiritud Virtues in the Quran’, included in our forthcoming volume
Openings. From the Qur’an to the Islamic Humanities. For a shorter discusson of these
same issues, in more metaphysicd terms relating directly to the divine ‘Signs and ‘Books  of
cregtion and the human soul, see our Introductions to Orientations. Islamic Thought in a
World Civilisation (London, Archetype, 2004) and to The Reflective Heart (n. 4 above).
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paticular ingant (waqt). So when we are ‘log in thought’, intelectua eaboration,
or the many dates of puzzlement or heedlessness, we are necessarily somewhere
‘outsde’ that circle (or point) of what istruly red.

Those particdar divine lessons that conditute each person’s soiritud life dways
involve a unique, intringcdly individud, and shifting set of highly specific persond
‘dispogtions and gpiritud  potentials (khalq, isti‘dad, etc), which Ibn ‘Arabi
typicdly dludes to with the deceptivdly smple reference to the divine ‘Providentid
Caing (‘indya) that has brought each soul to this uniquely particular spiritud State
and gtuation. We are dl very wel aware—and Ibn ‘Arabi repeatedly takes great
pans to highlight this fundamentd redity—tha most individuds very different
relative capacities to live ‘indde the circle, to accurady perceve and respond
gopropriately, with true ihsan, to the manifold sufferings of those dl around us,
sem a fird glance to be something reatively innate or divindy given, without
much relation either to sudy or conscious effort: indeed smal children often seem
far more accomplished a actudly practicing this fundamental spiritud respongbility
than mogt adults.

Within the hermeneutic circle of actud piritua experience and testing, Ibn *Arabi
loves to remind his readers that every particular spiritud testing Stuation is unique
and never-repested. Since our norma intelect intringcaly works with abdtractions
and gened principles, and takes pride in its accumulation of ‘lessons ad
knowledge, framed by its natura unconscious reliance on ‘custom’ (‘ada) and
vishble, apparent causes @sbab), this is a particularly pertinent lesson that we tend to
have to rediscover periodicaly.

The red process of gspiritud hermeneutics aways requires an ongoing dynamic
interplay between the inexplicdble ‘verticd’ divine dement of illumination (or
grace, in dl its forms) and our gradudly meaturing faculty of spiritud inteligence:
i.e, the ever-renewed spird of redisgtion (or mi‘rdj: whether momentarily
ascending or gpparently descending) that takes place in the interactions between the
moment’s particular soiritud problem, the divine dement of illumingting indght, the
ensuing challenges of its practical application, and further reflection on the observed
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consequences and |essons of that application.’

If we look more closgly a the role of externd ‘spiritud teachings (of whatever
source or expresson) in the actua living context of each individud's spiritud
growth, we can repestedly see that the actuad spiritud process of this ‘exigentia
hermeneutic typicdly involves the effective dmultaneous integration and
gpplication—mogt often implicit (i.e, not consciously or separatey distinguished)—
of many key dements that would appear intdlectudly, from ‘outsde the cirde of
redisation, as digparate and separate teachings. In Qur'anic terms, this redity is
expressed in the fact that reference to the dl-encompassng spiritud virtue of faith
(fman) adways precedes its paring with its <spiritualy appropriate, creetive
expresson in the corresponding right responses (sélihat). Equdly importantly, we
quickly discover that the actud practice of spiritud hermeneutics in redity dways
involves the impliat application or ‘exidentia interpretation’ of what are in redity
amost endless ‘scripturd’  exhortations (Qur'anic verses, hadith, etc.)—just as the
individualy ‘named <spiritud virtues can rardy be separated from each other in
real-life testing Situations®

Ore tdling ‘subjectiveé feature of the actud process of gsoirituad practice and
hermeneutics which is paticulaly highlighted in some of Ibn ‘Arabi’'s most
diginctive teachings, as in his characterigic presentation of earlier Idamic and Sufi
tradition, is the gradudly maturing awareness of the divine (in dl its manifestations
and effects) as the red ‘actor’ and ‘interpreter’—as expressed, for example, in the
Shaykh's characteristic emphases on the reliance of the spiritudly mature soul on

dlence, listening, surrender, spiritud repose, and so on.9

! Agan, see the more detalled explanations and illudrations of this principle in the
Introduction and throughout The Reflective Heart (n. 4 above).

® See te detailed dramatic illustration and andyss of these spiritua principles in our
discussion of the Sura of Joseph: Dramatizing the Sura of Joseph: An Introduction to the
Isamic Humanities, in the Annemarie Schimmd Festschrift, specid issue of the Journal of
Turkish Sudies vol. 18 (1994), pp. 201-224, to be included in expanded form in Openings:
From the Qur’ an to the Islamic Humanities (forthcoming).

° See the extensve illudrations of these basc principles of Ibn ‘Ardbi’s spiritud
psychology in Chapters 1 and 2 of The Reflective Heart.
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Turning to the practicd consequences of this hermeneuticd context of redisation,
and flowing from the uniqudy individud factors highlignted in esch of the
preceding points, even a amdl degree of spiritud practice quickly reveds the typica
uniqueness and contextud Specificity of dl those (intedlectudly expressble)
‘answers acquired in the actual process of learning and growth. That is why, as
each reader of Ibn ‘Arabi must actudly discover from his or her own experience and
practical gpplication of his teaching, while on the one hand virtudly everything that
the Shaykh wrote can be viewed intidly as in some sense ‘lbn ‘Arabi’s ta'wil’
(interpretation of the Idamic scriptures)—at the same time, his writings cannot be
usefully appropriated (explained, summarised, or reduced to Smpler terms) except
by individually passing through the actual spiritual processes that gave rise to those

particular ‘openings .X°

A second practicad consequence of the actuad redised practice of spiritud
hermeneutics—and one that is condantly and quite typicdly emphassed by Ibn
‘Arabi (no doubt explaining and typifying his later epithet as ‘the greatest Master’,
al-shaykh al-akbar)—is the gradua discovery of expanding circles of responsibility
and of spiritually effective ‘action’, on different planes and in many outwardly
different spheres of action. The remainder of this essay focuses on some of those
recurrent political dimensons of gpiritud responghility as they emerge, agan and
again, from that unique testing context of spiritud hermeneutics.

One find noteworthy practica consequence of this particular hermeneutica context is
of course a dramdicdly heightened awareness of the indispensable practicd role
and influences of spiritually realised individuals, agan on many different planes or
in other words, the multi-faceted redity of waldya, which is probably the most
digtinctive and pervasive theme of the Shaykh’s writings and teaching.

Now while the brief description of each of these points has been phrased here in
positive terms, one could certainly add to this lig of implicaions of the hermeneuticd
chdlenges of spiritud redisation a corresponding heightened awareness of the very limited

° And a that point, as Titus Burckhardt has ironicaly pointed out in a most
memorable tde of his own youthful discovery of the Futlhat (in his foreword to Austen's
trandation of the Fusls al-Hikam), one no longer needs Ibn ‘Arabi’s books to discover those
actud inspired interpretations.
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direct practicd efficacy (in every known higorica context, not just in lbn ‘Ardbl’'s own
tradition) of externd writings, teachings, intelectua interpretations, and any number of other
higoricd inditutions ogtensbly devoted to public rdigious teeching and guidance—and a
amilar avareness of the richness and infinite mygeries of the effective credtive transmutation
of those externd forms into the lagtingly effective locd forms of the ‘Idamic humanities.
The wider practicd cregtive and politicd tasks, and the unavoidable conflicts, which are
reveded by that recurrent tenson are outlined in the remaning sections of this essay,
beginning with their manifestations in some of the peculiar rhetorical festures of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
writing.

Il. * STRADDLING THE LINE : RECOGNISING THE MULTIPLE AIMS OF IBN ‘ ARABI’ SWRITING

Mogt of the points just made about the intrindc features of the actud hermeneutica
context of spiritud redisation initidly tend to highlight the practicdly indispensable roles, at
evey dage of Iiving,11 effective gpirituad guides and teachers.  Often that recurrent
awareness, in the many branches of Idamic spiritudity just as in other practical spiritud
traditions, has led to an understandable knowing deprecation (as in the famous Taoist dictum
‘he who gpesks does not know...’) of the roles and clams of those rdigious writers and
related formd inditutions who happen to be acting primarily ‘outsde the circdle of actud
goiritud redisation. Tha sort of judgment tha is sometimes evident, for example, in the
cautious or even openly critical attitude of certain Sufi teachers, both past and present, with
regard to the prolific and wide-ranging, highly intdlectud literary output of lbn ‘Ardol in
paticular. But that is surdy not the whole tory, as we can readily see Smply by noting the
ongoing wider spiritud influences, as visble in our own day as in past centuries, of these and
other written masterpieces of the Idamic humanities

We have dready devoted a number of more detailed studies (and severd recent and
forthcoming books) to carefully illugraiing and explaning the digtinctive features of 1bn
‘Arabi’s ‘rhetoric —the complex relationship between his characterigic forms of writing and
thar different intended audiences—in terms of his own explicit episemologica explanations
and assumptions, since those issues are such essentiad prolegomena to any serious study and

" An essentid qudity never to be confused, in any Soiritud tradition, with smply
‘exigting bodily on earth’.
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appreciation of his writings”~  Within the context of this essay, though, the essentid
concluson of those scholarly studies can be stated much more amply: al of Ibn ‘Arabi's
writing—from the gspiritudly autobiogrgphica, myserioudy veled poetic and symbolic texts
of his ealy life in the Maghreb to the better-known longer works from his later Eastern
period of sdf-conscioudy public and wideranging ‘wise-counsd’ (nastha)—tends to
draddle the invisble ‘boundary’ of the hemeneuticd circle introduced above,
admultaneoudy expressing two different ‘faces and two very different ams and posshilities,
depending on whether it is read from the perspective of bdiefs and suppostions
(masguerading as socidly accepted ‘knowledge’), or the perspective of redised spiritud
knowing.

On one levd, for that relatively redtricted set of readers and students who would
aready approach lbn ‘Ardbi’s writings from the perspective of their own spiritua practice
and individud tasks of spiritud hermeneutics, his books, taken together, cover and exemplify
virtudly the entire spectrum of literary devices, topics, methods, and cregtive gpproaches to
the problems of gsoiritud redisation tha were developed within the preceding Idamic
tradition (incduding many important dements of ealier Hdlenigtic and Arab heritages
dready deeply integrated in that tradition). Thus in this particular respect, just as each
accomplished spiritud guide dready integrates dl those equaly indigpensable dimengons of
the actud (not just historical) ongoing divine reveation (shar‘) so completely and profoundly
that they are able to apply that divine wisdom aopropriately to each of the new and uniquely
individual circumstances that we outlined in the preceding section—so likewise Ibn ‘Arabi’s
Futdhat, for example, might equdly be described as comprehensive guidebook ‘for the
person who has no shaykh’ .13 Or more redidicdly, given the intringc chadlenges, and
uniquely universal  perspectives, of lbn ‘Arabi’'s writing, one could conceve of his
extreordinarily demanding texts functioning idedly as a kind of ongoing ‘teacher of

shaykhs’.14 In any event, as recent higoricd and manuscript sudies are increasingly

2 See especidly the recent studies cited in notes 2 and 4 above.

" As a kind of Kitab man 1a yahduruhu al-shaykh’, to use the formulaic title of a
familiar Arabic literary genre of practica handbooks for such fields as medicine and law.

" This particular role of the study of the FutGhat, among the heads of many different
Sufi orders in Ottoman Istanbul, down amogt to the present day, is memorably described in
Victoria R. Holbrooke's ‘Ibn ‘Arabi and Ottoman Dervish Traditions: The Mdami Supra-
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reveding, there is no doubt that the widest circle of influences of lbn ‘Ardbl’s writings has
adways been through the combination of their direct and indirect usage in the full range of
actud gtuations of soiritua guidance and direction, whether within the later ingtitutionalised
SUfi orders or in the wider, usudly unacknowledged borrowing of his teachings and

hermeneutics by preachers, teachers, and others working in more publicly visble arena(il5

In redity, though, Ibn ‘Arabr’s writings are for the most part unlike the texts typicaly
asociated with spiritud traditions in Idam in two very diginctive and pervasve ways. Firg,
there is his characteridic ingstence—deeply rooted in his own key spiritud experiences and
undergtanding of his own persond destiny and misson —on visibly and emphatically
connecting every aspect of his spiritud understanding and communicetion directly with its
ultimate ‘roots (spiritud, at least as much as higoricd) in the Quran and the Prophetic

example’’  Secondly—and intringically rooted in the preceding digtinctive festure—there is

Order,” Part One and Part Two, in Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, X (1991),
pp. 18-35, and X1 (1992), pp. 15-33.

15 For a number of teling contemporary illusrations of this phenomenon, which

examines more closdy the larger question of ‘influences in this domain, see our recent study
‘Ibn ‘Arabi in the "Far West": Vighle and Invisble Influences, JMIAS XXIX (2001), pp. 87-
122, and ‘“Except His Face...”: The Politicd and Aeshetic Dimensons of Ibn ‘Arabi’'s
Legacy’, JMIAS XXIII (1998), pp. 1-13. As pointed out there, the usud higtorica
assumptions and text-based methods of andyss and demondration of influences are
paticularly limited in contexts focused on actud spiritud redisation (rather than text-centred
intellectud disciplines—limitations that are further aggravated by the widespread prevaence
after Ibn ‘Arabi’s death of polemica contexts in which writers often had powerful reasons
not to mention explicitly their debts to his works  The effects of that recurrent historica
consderation are illugrated in detal in our earlier case-study, The Wisdom of the Throne: An
Introduction to the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1981;
revised paperback edition forthcoming); see also n. 40 below.

10 The basic autobiographica framework of his sdf-conception as the ‘Sed of the
Muhammadan Sants is introduced in the excdlent biographies by S. Hirtengein [The
Unlimited Mercifier: The Spiritual Life and Thought of Ibn *‘Arabi. (Oxford, Anga
Publishers/White Cloud Press, 1999)] and Claude Addas, and discussed in grester detall in
M. ChodkiewicZ Le Sceau des saints. Prophétie et sainteté dans la doctrine d’lbn ‘Arabi.
Paris, Gdlimard, 1986. [English trandation by L. Sherrard, Seal of the Saints: Prophethood
and Sainthood in the Doctrine of 1bn ‘Arabi. (Cambridge, Idamic Texts Society, 1993).] See
dso Ibn ‘Arabi's own autobiographical account of his transforming experience of the al-
encompassing redity of the Qur'an, as he describes it in a key passage from chapter 367 of
his Futdhat, trandated in ‘The Spiritud Ascension: lbn ‘Arabi and the Mi‘rgj’, JAOS val.
107 (1987), pp. 629-652, and vol. 108 (1988), pp. 63-77.

! To avoid any possble misunderdanding of this point, it is sufficent smply to
compare |bn ‘Ardbl’s writing ether with any of the dasscd early Sufi ‘manuds (Qushayri,
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his more problematic ingstence on connecting his didinctive spiritud indghts and  teaching
with an endless host of related features drawn from virtudly the entire extant body of both
the ‘rdigious and the ‘intdlectud’ (scientific) learned traditions of his own time i.e, with
the various intdlectud disciplines lying ‘outsde the cirde in our diagram here. Taken
together, those two characteristic and rdatively unusua feetures of lbn ‘Arabi’s writing mean
that the greater part of it, especidly from the post-Maghrebi period of his teaching, islargdy
inaccessble in its origind form to anyone but the most highly educated and inquistive
intdlectud dites i.e, not jus the rdaivdy smdl group of highly trained, fully Arabic-
literate ‘ulamd@ and hukam& —themsdves a vey smdl urban minority in pre-modern
agrarian socigties—but a best to an unusudly curious and persondly interested, highly
motivated subset of those scholas, who have dready spent years acquiring the requisite

formation and background in each of those demanding intellectual disciplines.”™

To put the implications of dl this more directly, in terms of our diagram introduced
earlier, these two quite didtinctive features of Ibn ‘Arabi’s work mean that one of the unique
and conscioudy centrd audiences for of Ibn *Ardbi’s didtinctive body of writing was the most
highly educated—and therefore often paliticaly, culturdly, and educationdly influentid—
intellectual representatives of those diverse intelectud traditions (both religious and
philosophical) scattered around the ‘outsde of our circle of spiritud redisation.  The result

of his focus on those learned audiences, as we shdl see in more detal bdow, is that these

Makki, etc) or with any of the madterpieces of the Idamic humanities in other languages
(‘Attar, Rumi, Hafiz, and so on). All of the Idamic humanities, whatever their particular
atigic form and cultural setting, are of course profoundly rooted in and inspired by the same
scriptural sources—but what sets a work like the FutQhat gpart from them is precisgly Ibn
‘Arabi’s thoroughgoing pedagogical concern, a every dtage of expodtion, to rdate his
teachings and expressons explicitly and unambiguoudy to a scrupuloudy ‘literd’ reading of
the actud words of the Qur'an and hadith. See the fuller discussion of this issue in our study
‘Studing Idamic “Mydicism”: Between Written Traditions and Popular  Spiritudity,” in
Mystics of the Book: Themes, Topics and Typologies, ed. R. Herrera (New Y ork/Berlin, Peter
Lang, 1993), pp. 293-334.

® I this respect, the inherent chdlenges for modern trandators and interpreters
atempting to communicate lbn ‘Arabl’'s teaching—discussed in detall in ‘lbn ‘Arabi’s
Rhetoric of Redisation: Keys to Reading and “Trandaing” the Meccan Illuminations (n. 2
above)—were dready lagdy shared by most earlier nontArab, non-scholaly Mudim
audiences interested in his work. However, the inherent obstacles raised by the use of such
highly intdlectu and culture-specific forms of expresson ae in ay case immediady
apparent to modern-day readers encountering the numerous recent trandations of lbn
‘Ardbi’s writing usng the language of such traditiona disciplines as ontology, cosmology,
theology (of the divine ‘Names, in particular), law, and so on.
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particular literary features implictly reflect correspondingly wide-ranging political intentions
underlying—and potentidly illuminaing—these two very didtinctive aspects of the Shaykh's
writing.

Ordinarily, of course, as was panfully obvious in Ibn ‘Arabl’s own time just as much
as in our own, the learned practitioners of those intdlectud disciplines, whether religious or
philosophico-scientific, often have ther feet firmly planted ‘outsde the circle of conscious
goiritual  redization, in the narrowly sdf-involved pursuit of those intelectud traditions and

ther own gppeding thissworldly rewards19 Ibn ‘Arabi has a number of memorably
gppropriate things to say about such ‘learned’ groups in his own day, but his own cregtive,
extreordinarily comprehengve lifedong response to ther cams and pretensons obviously
goes far beyond the facile Stereotypes of each age's polemics and public controversy—a
derile gpproach which in fact he caegoricdly rgects, on profoundly Qur'anic grounds, in a
number of gill very topica passages. Fird, the inventive rhetorical ways in which he evokes,
presents and engages each of those learned disciplines clearly are meant to function as
chdlenging, intelectudly complex spiritud ‘reminders: as such, they make it possble to
‘convert —i.e, to bring patidly within this hermeneuticdl cirde of conscious spiritud
redisation—at leest some of the expert practitioners of those learned disciplines. In doing so,
the Shaykh is encouraging them to turn ther own teaching and practice of those traditiona
intellectual  schools into newly effective vehides for awakening, in themsdves and ther
spiritudly apt students and mass of ‘followers (ther mugalladdn, in lIbn ‘Arabi’s language),
a deeper awareness of the actud tasks and opportunities for spiritud redlisation within their

own particular circumstances.

0 See the detailed references to key aspects of his often openly critica attitude to the
‘ulam@ of his time and to his understanding of the wider issue of taglid that are brought
together in our sudy of ‘Spiritud Authority and Universd Revdation: Ibn ‘Aradi’s
Reconception of the Foundations of Idamic “Law”, to gppear in Islamic Philosophy and
Theology: Critical Concepts in Isamic Thought, ed. I. Netton, (Routledge, 2005), based on
the earlier essay ‘lbn ‘Ardbl's “Esotericism”: The Problem of Spiritud Authority,” Sudia
Isamica, LXXI (1990), pp. 37-64. More dramdticdly forceful illudrations of this critica
attitude are dso now readily accessble in our trandation of key sections of chapter 366 (on
the figure of the Mahdi), which demondrably influenced later messanic movements in many
pats of the Idamic world, included in Ibn ‘Arabi: The Meccan Revelations, vol. | (NY, Pir
Press, 2002), and more fully contextudised in ‘lbn ‘Arabi’s Messanic Secret: From “The
Mahdi” to the Imamate of Every Soul’, in IMIASvol. XXX (2001), pp. 1-19.
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Secondly, even among the larger group of those intdlectuds and powerful
practitioners of those rdigious disciplines who remain (in Max Weber's memorable phrase)
‘spiritudly  tone-deaf’, 1bn ‘Arabi’s impressvely thoroughgoing and profoundly origind
linkege of the practices, conditions and expressons of the gpiritud life with every
concelvable dimenson of the Quran and hadith (and the related historicd forms of ther
dudy and transmisson) means that—within those recurrent dStuations of politica, culturd
and socid conflict that are higoricaly inseparable from the effective expresson of spiritual
redisation and credtivity—those publidy influentid reigious scholars and intdlectuds are a
leest somewha more likely to evince a cautionary minimum of practicd tolerance and open

mindedness with regard to unfamiliar spiritua activities and their cregtive manifestations.

We have only to think of the very different examples and influences, for example, of
an d-Ghazdi and an Ibn Taymiyya in order to envisage the full spectrum of practica
posshilities that are raised here, and to recognise the ongoing politicd and historical
importance of these far-reeching political intentions guiding and underlying Ibn ‘Arabi’s
writing. So we turn in the next section to severd rdaively familiar illustrations of how this
intentionaly multi-faceted rhetoric actudly functions in the Shaykh's writings and findly (in
section 1V) to briefly highlighting the Shaykh's ongoing concern with the impressve range of
politicd  implications—both freedoms and corresponding individud — obligations—inevitably
rased by the wider process of spiritud redisation, as each generation of seekers rediscovers
and wredles with the familiar dilemmas posed by our eathly exigence smultaneoudy
‘ingde’ and ‘outsde our figurative circle of spiritud redlisation.

I11.  SEEING WITH BOTH EYES: THE WIDER CIRCLES OF RESPONSIBILITY

Recognising the larger unifying political themes and intentions that pervade dl of lbn
‘Ardor’s writing is difficult for severd reasons. Most important, certanly, is the long-
edablished association of his work and teachings in the centuries following his death—both
by its defenders and by many polemicd critics—with higoricdly later inditutions and forms
of ‘Sufism’ and popular rdigious and devotiond life. There are indeed important and vaid
reasons for that later historicd association, which we will return to briefly in our Concluson.
But here it is sufficent smply to place the FutGhéat sde-by-sde with Rumi’'s near-
contemporary and a least equdly influentid and encyclopedic Spiritual Masnavi, for
example, in order to recognise quite clearly and unmistekesbly the radicaly digtinctive
rhetoric, audiences, and characteristic interpretive approaches of the Shaykh's work that we
have just briefly outlined. Such a comparison aso dramaticdly highlights the peculiar
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intentional difficulty and (a first encounter) dmost perversely complex literary structures and
assumptions of the mgority of Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings, which seem in many cases forthrightly
designed to put off al but the most highly motivated ‘inside’ reeders —and which we know
sometimes mydified, in places, even his own long-time discipled

A second, equdly understandable factor in obscuring these unifying political concerns
is the fact that learned scholarly interpreters of lbn ‘Arabi’s writings—in the past a least as
much as today—have dmogt exclusvey tended to focus on a rdatively limited set of issues,
topics, or approaches dictated by the intellectud ‘intersection’ between the Shaykh's own
texts and the didinctive concerns of particular intdlectud disciplines (familiar to the later
interpreter) clearly lying somewhere among those liged outsde the circumference of our

circle here21 Even a cursory glance a past commentaries or most modern studies of Ibn
‘Arabi beautifully illustrates that familiar interpretive process, which at best tends to arive a
an intdlectudly coherent imege of the Shaykh's purported ‘doctrin€ or ‘system’ profoundly

rooted in the particular interpreter’ s own assumptions and preoccupetions.

Now one more cohesve and practicaly accessble approach to rediscovering and
actudly recognisng these unifying political intentions, especidly for dudents with only a
vay limited acquaintance with lbn ‘Aradl’s writings and the many unfamiliar intellectud
disciplines he addresses, is to begin directly with our own essly replicable experience of the
wider practical pre-conditions—amultaneoudy gopearing both as necessary freedoms and
soiritud  obligations—that naturdly aise, in every hidoricd sdtting, dmply within  the
process of spiritud redisation itsdf. That isthe sarting point of the following section (1V).

° This qudity is paticulaly obvious of course, in the paticulaly myserious
symboalic and often more autobiographical works, in both prose and poetry, from Ibn ‘Arabi’s
youthful period in the Maghreb (K. al-lsr&@’, ‘Angd Mughrib, and so on), prior to his
recaiving his misson for more public dissemination of his teaching and acts of nastha: for the
most part, those earlier writings have only been decipherable through careful comparison
with awide range of illuminating passages from his Futlihat and other later compostions.

! This is paticulaly evident in the long—and extreordinarily influentid, both
cultudly and politicaly—line of philosophico-theologicd commentaries on lbn ‘Arabi’s
Fusls al-Hikam, focusng on the intersection of his teachings with prevailing philosophica
(Avicennan) and theologicd (F. Rézi, etc. issues and conceptions, that was inaugurated by
his sortinlaw and close disciple, Sadr a-Din a-QUnawi. See now the semind discussion of
QUnawi’s own highly creative role in this process by Richard Todd, in his recent (2005)
Oxford PhD thesis (Writing in the Book of the World), which will hopefully soon be more
widdy availablein published form.
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Here, though, we may begin by mentioning three typica illusrations of this wider
rhetorical gpproach, focusng on recurrent practicd and methodologica differences that are
likdy to be familiar in each case to serious readers of the Shaykh today, even to those limited
to the incressng body of English or French-language sudies and trandations. In each
ingance, when we look more closdly, we can see how Ibn ‘Arabi’s didtinctive rhetoric alows
him to communicate in very different, but equdly necessasy and beneficdd, ways to
audiences dtuated ‘outsde and ‘indde the circdle of redisation. For his own Spiritud
colleagues and collaborators ‘ingde the circle of spiritud redisation, his abdtract theologica
and metgphyscd discussons ae cealy intended to heighten and inform their nascent
awareness that the ultimate perfection (kaméal) of human responshility dways involves the
rare mature ability to see the human stuation, as his later interpreters put it, ‘with both eyes,
and hence to act creativdy through dl the gppropricte means, following the Prophetic

example, to further the enlightened awareness of ‘things as they redly are .22

On the other hand, for those learned readers approaching his work from the limited
persoective of ther inherited ambient bediefs and suppostions (zunln) or unconscious
ignorance, each of these methodologicd discussons has two diginct ams and possble
outcomes. On one levd, lbn ‘Arabi’s words normaly conditute a dramatic, multi-faceted
invitation to move beyond the redrictions of bdief and physcaly (or logicdly)
circumscribed ‘thinking' (fikr, or ‘agl in its redrictive sense), both caling into question the
epigemologicd limits of those redricted standpoints and sSmultaneoudy suggesting possible
dternative pathways of gpiritua redisation. Less ambitioudy, but politicdly no less
dggnificant, Ibn ‘Arabi’s eaborately careful theologicd and methodologica discussons tend
to hep defuse an dl too familiar sat of stock accusations and dereotyped criticisms—some
far more praecticaly threastening than others—that rdigious intdlectuds in Idam, as in every
avilistion repeatedly tend to goply to the localy pertinent clams and practices of spiritud
redistion: eg., fears of supposed anarchy, messanism, revolutionary chiliasm, quietism,
antinomianism, dudism, idolary, and so on. Of course the actual prevention and avoidance
of such pitfals and dangers, both individud and collective, is a basc practical function of
goiritud guides and teachers in dl soiritud traditions (in I1dam and esewhere), and such
concerns are frequently dedt with throughout the literature of Sufism in every period. But

2 Referring to the famous Prophetic prayer, which Ibn ‘Arabi often dludes to: ‘O my
God, cause meto seethings asthey redly are’
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Ibn ‘Arabi’s learned discussion of these issues is amed a a different, necessarily scholarly
audience, and is thereby intended to potentidly limit and overcome those officid fears and
resulting redrictions which inevitably tend to conflict with spiritudly active movements in
amost any politica and cultural setting.

A. THEOLOGY AND METAPHYSICS: THE UNIVERSALITY OF SPIRITUAL LIFE

One of the central preoccupations of lbn ‘Arabi’s interpreters, past and present, has
been his recurrent concern with highligting—both in the literd symbolic terms of Idamic
sripture and in more abdract theologicd and metgphysica  language—the absolute
universdity of each of the key dimensons or dements of the spiritud life.  (Indeed, as we
have pointed out elsewhere, his approaches in tha aea were s0 persuasve and
comprehendve that they tended to ingoire fird the mog influentid Mudim ‘officd
theologies of many multi-rdigious, multi-culturd  regions during the centuries of
extraordinary spiritud  creativity and expandon following his death, while over the past
century they have played an equdly centrd role in developing the conceptud frameworks of

the modern sudy of religion)’- However, the very familiarity of this centrd dimension of
univerdity in his writing—even before its philosophica eaboration by the commentators of
the Fusls al-Hikam—tends to blind us to the smpler fact that those actudly practicing the
spiritud life do not necessarily even need such reminders. To recdl that fundamentd ‘hadith
of the Quedtioning’ with which we began this essay, the red-life Stuations of soiritud tegting
and learning are universdly present and compdling in their own right, danding immediately

before us wherever we find oursaves.

Here again, the highly intellectualised abdtract expressons of this unifying theme in
its different theologicd and metgphysica contexts are addressed above al to intelectuds
(sdf-styled ‘ulam@ of one discipline or another) who may a least be persuaded by Ibn
‘Arabi’s arguments to tolerate—or perhaps even to begin to invedigate and explore for
themsdves—unfamiliar spiritud phenomena and dams that they might otherwise negate or,
given the necessary politica influence, even suppress out of hand.

2 In addition to the two articles cited a n. 15 above, see ds0 the forthcoming sudies
‘Ibn ‘Arabi in the “Far West”: Spiritud Influences and the Science of Spirituality,” to appear
in Journal of the History of Sufism, V (2006) (specid issue: proceedings of Kyoto
Conference on Ibn ‘Arabi’s Influences in Ada, ed. Y. Tonagd); and ‘From Cordoba to
ISfahan, and Beyond: Mulla Sadra, 1bn ‘Arabl and the Emerging Science of Spiritudity,” to
appear in Proceedings of the Isfahan Conference on Islamic Philosophy (‘ Cordoba and
Isfahan: Two Schools of Idamic Philosophy’), ed. H. Landolt and M. Mohaghegh.
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For those more conscioudy practisng their spiritud life ‘within the drde of
redisation, on the other hand, the abstract philosophical or theologica discussons of this
theme are just the tip of the teberg: in fact, what lends such discussions ther life and apped
and lagting interest is the actud experientid ‘phenomenology of spiritual lifé scattered so
memorably throughout Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings, and pre-eminetly in his Futdhat. In that
respect, Ibn ‘Arabi’s work provides a vast phenomenologicd panorama of the spectrum,
prospects and potentia forms of actud spiritud redisation that certainly has no equivdent in
Idamic literature, and perhagps even in any other world-rdigion. From within the drde of
goiritud  redisation, then, the message conveyed by precisdly this same language of
universdity is a radicdly different one indeed: one of humility, sdf-knowledge (in the sense
of the growing awareness of on€'s creaturdy limits and corresponding total dependency on
God), surrender, and spiritudly effective ‘openness  (tadim) in every dimenson of on€'s
life—a redisation epitomised in lbn ‘Arabi’s repeated evocation of the Prophet's tdling

prayer: ‘O my Lord, increase mein knowing...!” (rabbi zidni ‘ilm®").

B: THE LIMITS OF PHYSICAL OBSERVATION AND LOGICAL DEMONSTRATION

Another, dmost equaly recurrent (and indeed closdy reated) hermeneutical theme in
Ibn ‘Ardbl’'s writing—again familiar from a number of aguments in the Fusls, but
highlighted even more grongly in the Shaykh's Introduction (mugaddima) to his Futihat—is
his emphass on the intringc limitations of unilluminated human ‘raiondisng’: i.e, ‘aqgl, in
its elymologicdly redtrictive sense, which he usudly points out when heis usng that Arabic
term in this particular way. Our individud ‘ratiocingtion’ in that limited sense, he points out,
is dready inadequate to understand more than a few of the actud meanings of the reveded
scripturd symbols, and its inherent inadequacies are even more obvious in the Arigotelian
philosophers  continued reliance on their proven methods of logic and rationd demongtration
once they have moved beyond the outwardly observable phenomena of the physica
universxa24 Indeed there are a number of well-known extended passages and sometimes
comic persona anecdotes, directly evoking lbn ‘Arabi’'s own encounters with such adherents
of falsafa, scattered throughout the Futlhat—most extensvey in the elaborate contrast of the

* e the detailed enumeration of important discussons of this theme, from

throughout the Futdhat, in the pioneering aticle of Franz Rosenthd, ‘Ibn ‘Arabl Between
“Philosophy” and “Mydticiam”,” in Oriens, vol. 31 (1988), pp. 1-:35. Many of the passages
andysad by Prof. Rosenthd have to do particularly with the politico-legal implications of the
contrasts Ibn ‘Arabi often draws between the roles and limitations of the limited individud
intellect (*aqgl) and inspired revelaion (shar").
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vay dffeent ‘ascendons’ of the intdlectud (Avicennan philosopher) and the spiritud
‘knower’ /seeker in his famous chapter 167, on the * Alchemy of True Happiness .25

Agan, these recurrent methodological and epistemological cautions are clearly meant
to be teken very differently from outsde and ingde the circle of piritud redisation. For
those learned audiences whose very lives and disciplines are entirdy caught up in this kind of
inherently  redtrictive intdlectudising, of course, Ibn ‘Arabi’s remarks ae a leest a
provocetive and cautionary reminder of the unexamined assumptions and possble limitations
of their own perspectives.  As such, they are dso an ‘invitation to dance insde the circle of
spiritud redization, to discover dgnificat redities lying beyond the limitations of those
disciplines and approaches—or again, to enter into a new kind of spiritua didogue whose
results and premises, much less its ultimate outcome, are as yet unknown. For Ibn ‘Arabi’s
consgderable familiarity with the language and outlook of those rdigio-intdlectud disciplines
is a powerful indication that he is anything but a pure ‘irrationdis’ or inspired ‘enthusiast’,
devoid of any interest in wider understanding and communication—which is of course the
intellectud’s standard peorative dtereotype of ‘mystics throughout many different reigious

traditions.

For Ibn ‘Arabr’s colleagues and ‘fdlows (ashab, gawm, t&’ifa) in the individua
hermeneutical process of actud gpiritua redisation, of course, these passages in which he
highlights the inherent limitations of ratiocination, far from marking some ‘end’ of the active
role of reason and intelectua reflection, are ingead meant to point to the truly endless tasks
of spiritual inteligence or wise discernment (hikma) at every stage of the process of
redization—a process whose very god is active exigentid conformity (‘ibada) to that ‘First

° It is surdly no accident that Ibn ‘Ardbl actudly begins his basic Introduction
(mugaddima) to the entire Futlhat with a careful and daborate episemologicd discusson of
the limitations and respective domains of the different intdlectud and spirituad faculties and
capecities that are essentid for understanding the remainder of that immense work. See the
trandation of key dements of that discusson in ‘How to Study the FutGhat: Ibn ‘Arabr's
Own Advice, pp. 73-89 in Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi: 750th Anniversary Commemoration
Volume, ed. S. Hirtenstein and M. Tiernan (Shaftesbury, Element Books, 1993), and the more
extendve andyss of that passage and its relaionship to the forms of Ibn ‘Arabi’s writing in
the article cited a n. 2 above (‘Ibn ‘Arabi’s Rhetoric of Redisation: Keys to Reading and
“Trandating” the Meccan llluminations’).
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Intellect’ (‘agl) which is Itsdf the dl-encompassng ‘Muhammadan Redity’ and common
Ground of each of the prophets and divine meﬂnengers26

C. THE TENSION OF SPIRITUAL AND SOCIAL ‘ETHICS': DISCOVERING NON-DUALISM

In one very pecuiar sense, theologians and other public moraists standing ‘outside
the cirde of spiritua redlistion—whatever the particular religion or polity in question —are
dways right in ther perennid suspicion of ‘what must be going on' indgde that dangeroudy
unknown territory. For two of the most fundamenta requisites of spiritua growth and
discernment, the most basic ‘tickets for conscioudy entering this circle of redisgtion, are the
admisson of on€s profound ignorance (in O many different domains), and the dawning
recognition that the most important and lasting lessons are those we learn precisely from our
unvelled mistakes and inadequacies. In most spiritud literatures, whatever the tradition in
question, these ‘politicaly incorrect’ basic facts of life are only rardly or quietly mentioned,
despite their indispensable pedagogicd role in actua practice and even the most basc
development of sdf-awareness.

Now whether we find ourselves outside or indde this circle, the inchoate awareness of
those unnameable fears and dangers lying in that usudly unacknowledged spiritud ignorance
typicaly give rise to the recurrent psychic reactions of dualism (good vs. ‘evil’), projection
(the ‘other’ as purdy evil), together with the reification (of both those extremes) and
unacknowledged idolairy (or in Quranic terms <Spiritud ‘hypocrisy’) that such familiar
reactions dways entall. Indeed this is so much the case tat what we normdly cal *history
is litle more than the endlesdy repeated catdogue of the collective manifestations of those
reactions. In dramatic contrast, the entire process of spiritua growth and redisation—at least
a the prdiminary leveds that normaly concern most of us—is largdy devoted to exploring
and learning to recognise, process, contextudise and integrate those unavoidable initid
reections, in increesngly chdlenging and probing ways. In addition, this is a doman in
which the gradud individua discovery of spiritual ethics—based on the ever-expanding
demands and obligations of red inspired knowing (ma‘rifa, or ‘ilm in its actud Qur'anic

sense)—necessarily comes into conflict in various ways with the previoudy unconscious,

20 See the development of this theme (illustrated by hundreds of trandated passages
from the Futhat) throughout The Reflective Heart... (n. 4 above).

o In this respect, as in sO many others, Plato’s Socratic didogues provide memorable
illugtrations of the most fundamental feetures of Ibn *Arabi’s thought and teeching in pardld
forms clearly not dependent on the same language or cultura traditions.
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socidly, culturdly and politicaly embedded, beief-based systems of ‘ethics necessary to the
gnooth functioning of any complex human oolledivity.28 Some of the mogt dramatic
illugtrations of that particular recurrent type of human conflict, for 1bn *Arabi and his origind
audiences, are of course to be found in the archetypd sories and spiritud biographies

embedded in the hadith, sira, and companion literatures, as well as the familiar tales of earlier

propheta29

This is a centrd area of lbn ‘Arabi’s writing and teaching in which the practicd
phenomenology of spiritud life is intimately connected to the most abstract theologicd and
metgphysical consderations, especidly those controverses that later arose in the centuries
long polemics surrounding the ‘Unicity of being and the necessarily paradoxical expressons
of non-dudism. What Ibn ‘Arabi is trying to accomplish in those eaborate metaphysica and
cognologica  discussons (often centring on the divine ‘Names of the Quran), which are
scattered throughout his Futlhat, is clearly directed above al to a very narrow, highly learned
theologicd-philosophicd audience.  But we must keep on mind that it is precisdy that
learned audience of reigious scholarss who—in ther frequent public role as politico-
theologica authorities and officialy sanctioned ‘interpreters of the revelaion—were (and
dill ae) condantly cdled upon to raify and legitimise dl the destructive collective
manifedations of those mass ‘suppodtions of dudism, projection, refication and sdf-
aggrandising idolatry whose actua worldly effects are never far from our view.

Agang that exceedingly practicd human backdrop, Ibn ‘Arabi’s characteristic
eaboratedly developed didinctions of  hierarcha or progressve ‘dages, ‘dimensions),
‘levels —familiar features (dways reflecting the subtleties of the Qur'an) both in his
cosnology and metaphysics, and in his even more complex spiritud phenomenology—are far
from mere abitrary sysematisng;, and they cetanly have nothing to do with some

inexplicable mania for casdfication. If we take them seriously, as his readers are certainly

28 See the chapter on ‘The Myderies of Ihsan: Naturd Contemplaion and the

Spiritud Virtues in the Qur'an’—and our related study of the dramatisation of this contrast of
spiritua and belief-based ‘ethics in the Sura of Joseph (n. 8 above)—both included in our
forthcoming volume Openings. From the Qur’ an to the Islamic Humanities.

° His famous Fus(s al-Hikam, of course, is devoted in large part to the careful
rhetorica ‘decondtruction’ and ‘re-revelation of the dramaticdly reveding Stuations and
gpirituad  meanings conveyed by many of those canonica <ories, whose origindly intended
gpiritud implications are rgpidly obscured, in every rdigious tradition, by the recurrent patina
of familiarity and officid respectability.
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meant to do, we begin to discover that each of those hierarchicd didinctions eventualy
corresponds—agan within the living crde of individud <spiritud redisation—to actua
redities and experienced phenomena that tend to revea themsdves, not so surprisngly, once

we actualy teke the trouble to Iook.30 Equdly important in this context of warring dudisms,
rafication, idolatry, and sdf-dduding makar, of course, are such familiar and better-studied
rhetorical features of lbn ‘Arabi’s writing as his reliance on paradox, irony (of endless sorts),
terminologicd multiplicity and innovation, and the key etymologicd ‘decondruction’ of key
Arabic terms and Qur'anic symbols—dl rhetoricd efforts clealy intended, within the
hermeneuticd cirde of redisation, to open the way to the truly revelatory re-condruction of
those textud divine ‘Signs (ayat, as Quranic verses) a last as genuindy theophanic Signs.
Once one has begun to grasp the manifold intentions of those characteristic rhetorica
devices, what emerges above dl—especidly in contrast with the far less ambitious
devotiond and pietigtic literatures otherwise commonly associated with popular Sufism—is
the extreordinary efforts this Shaykh goes to in order to unvell, for even his most recacitrant
learned readers, the inherently dynamic and openended nature of every soul’s innate process

of gpiritud discovery.

IV. ‘DANCING IN BOTH WORLDS' : SOME CONDITIONS FOR REALISATION

No doubt the easest way to come to recognise the larger unifying palitica intentions
scattered throughout the congantly shifting discussions and topics of the Fut(hat, rather than
dating with each of those particular passages in itsdf, is to begin ingead with our own
experience of those familiar responses, prospects and chdlenges that tend to arise whenever
we are actively engaged in the processes of spiritud learning and discovery—i.e., in our own
unique credtive response to that perennid question raised by Ibn ‘Arabi with which we
opened this sudy. If we keep those particular ‘unvelings dearly in mind, then we will
immediady recogniss—just as the Shaykh intended—the full rdevance of each of the
corresponding discussions and pertinent indghts that come to our atention as we gradudly
move through these unique spiritud *Openings .

% Agan, this condant interplay of ‘theoreticd’ and phenomenological concerns

within the actud opedive dimensons of gpiritud redisation is illusraed in deal
throughout the passages from the Futlhat trandated and discussed in The Reflective Heart (n.
4 above).
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If we return, in this context, to our experience of that powerful ‘hadith of the
Quedtioning’ introduced above, the firg thing that my Sudents typicaly discove—Dbesides,
or just after, thar initid recadl of those rare and usudly unforgettable moments when we were
gther the agent or (as is perhaps more common) the unexpected recipient of one of those
miraculoudy unexpected human manifedtaions of the divine Compasson (rahma)—is the
paradoxicd recognition of two powerful redities (1) our extraordinary, often inexplicable
aoility to intuit the actud auffeing and inner disturbance (if not its ‘form’ or outward
occasion) of even the totd strangers we may encounter; and (2) a host of pardysng, equaly
inexplicdble fears and reticences (uudly with an added layer of noisy intelectud
obfuscation) that ordinarily keep us from actudly acting upon and responding to our
compdling awareness of those needs in others. The next and congderably more subtle stage
of redisation, after extended experience and reflection on this gdtuation, usudly involves (3)
the gradualy dawning awareness of the red depth of pan and loss that we are actudly
experiencing (however deeply we may repress it) whenever we fail to act on our spiritua
intuition—or whenever we see and experience others egregioudy faling to respond that
auffering in oursdves or others. And that awakening deeper redisation is usudly followed
raher quickly by (4) the further intimation that our own previous experiences of suffering
and needfulness, in this perennid dtudtion, do somehow myderioudy inform and help to
account for the rdaive depth and acuity of our own individud capacity for actudised
compasson. At that stage, perhaps, we are aso ready to appreciate what Ibn ‘Arabi
reports—in the departing words of Idris (chapter 15)—about the ‘Fire of life in this world as
the purifying crucble of gspiritud pefection (kamal) eventudly reveding the ‘gold and
dlver' of each purified human spirit and its good-and-beautiful actions (ihsﬁn).31

But how can we move beyond—or rather, through—this chdlenging stuation?
Without yet referring directly to Ibn ‘Ardbl (snce virtudly everything he wrote can be
construed as a pat of his own practicd reply to that question), there are certain basic
practica responses, or a the very leest preconditions for further discovery, that seem to arise
in a naturd, inevitable manner a this stage of redisation. And each of those responses, while
it is cetanly experienced as an inherently compdling spiritud obligation and responghility,
can aso be expressed as a kind of essentid freedom—necessary, in any case, if that

! See the full trandation of this key chapter from the Futlhat in our volume in
preparation, Elevations: Insight and Transformation in the *Meccan Illuminations', as well as
the short excerptsincluded in Chapter 5 of The Reflective Heart.
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responshility is to be actudised in wider circles of redisation. From yet another perspective,
each of these conditions is dso a practicd prerequiste for the effective exercise (and
discovery) of the pre-eminent spiritud virtue of ihsan: i.e, for recognisng and accomplishing
in each cdrcumgance what truly is both good and beautiful. In the following lig, no
particular order or ranking is intended, since each of these dements seems equdly essentid;
and inded it is virtudly imposshble to separate them in the actuad exercise of ihsan. The
necessarily brief references here to rdlaed themes in the Futhat are more fully illudrated in

our earlier preiminary studies of lbn ‘Arabi’s approach to the problems of ‘law’ and spiritua
.32
authority.

A. FREEDOM/OBLIGATION TO QUESTION AND LEARN: ENABLING ‘ SPIRITUAL LITERACY’

Ibn ‘Arabi’'s beautiful formulation of the dl-encompassng dilemma of gpiritud
hermeneutics with which we began was, not surprisngly, itsef an open question. For every
sep of rea soiritud growth begins with a quedtiont with an openended intention or
aspiration whose ultimate am, ly its very naure, dways remains ‘not yet' known, and at best
only vagudy intimated. And when we add to the initid naturd spiritud testing Stuation of
those ever-renewed divine Sgns ‘in our own souls and in the world® (from our epigraph
above, Quran 41:53) the additiond transforming cadyst of the reveded scripturd ‘Signs
(ayat) and Prophetic indications, it is quickly apparent that the proper use and appreciation of
those soripturd  eements understandably requires a whole host of complex enabling
conditions.

While we often tend to teke the providentid presence of many of those practica
conditions for granted, not much reflection is required to begin to gppreciate and outline the
diffeorent essntid dements of that mature ‘spiritud literacy’ —far more demanding than
linguidic literacy, and even more difficult to acquire—which we need to move successfully
through the stages of spiritua redisation. We can better gppreciate the remarkable historica
chdlenges and cregtive achievements involved in sdidfying these conditions smply by
dudying even briefly the myderious processes by which the great spiritud works and

%2 See espedidly the Studia Iamica article (1bn ‘ Arabi's “Esotericism’: The Problem
of Spiritual Authority’) cited in n. 19 above, as well as humerous related passages included in
F. Rosenthd’s study cited a n. 24 above. Each of the points briefly mentioned in this section
is the subject of a full chapter in our book on lbn ‘Arabr’'s politicad thought now in
preparation. See aso the related discussons and trandations from the FutOhat summarised in
E. Winkd, Isslam and the Living Law (Karachi, Oxford U. Press, 1997).
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inditutions of the past came into being. But that same higoricd study congtantly reminds us
jus as forcefully how every age and every individud is obliged to creste anew the
gopropricte means for the newly-created piritud chalenges facing eech generation. These
are perennid obligations that 1bn ‘Arabi mentions and highlights for his readers in many
different ways.

As he congantly points out throughout the FutOhat—and just as consgently, if
sometimes less obvioudy, in dl his other works—there is no human spiritua responsibility or
obligation (taklif) which is somehow free from the genuine exercise of our mogt digtinctively
humen spiritud qudity of free will.  So even though life ‘outsde the circe of redisaion
necessarily reies, in every human society, on its own specific forms of largely unconscious
socid consensus, agreement, and ‘bdief’ (a common Arabic word which, quite tellingly, does
not occur even a sngle time in the Qur'an), lbn ‘Arabi’s writing can be seen, from this
perspective, as one never-ceasng reminder that our movement into the circle and process of
redisation, the gradua active assumption of our true human dignity (as insan, and not the
conditioned-animd bashar) dways begins with the discovery and exercise of our indienable
obligetion to learn and discover the truly divine Sdf-reveding—and the corresponding

transcendence of the dependencies of our ambient conditioning (taglid).

B. FREEDOM/OBLIGATION TO CREATE, INNOVATE, EXPERIMENT: EXPANDING DIVERSITY

One of the mog ironicdly ddightful surprises one encounters again and agan in the
Futhdt—given a familiar contrasting keynote of today’s prevalent Idamis politica
ideologies—is lbn ‘Ardbl’'s frequent return to illustrate, in different contexts, the centrd
practical spiritual importance of the famous hadith in which the Prophet lavishly prases the
lasting, ever-multiplying spiritud rewards of ‘good-and-beautiful innovation’ (bid'a hasana)
in the spirittd path.>  Underlying this fundemental spiritual necessity and obligation, of
course are two even more fundamentd themes in the Shaykh's thought: his inggtence
(falowing many Quranic verses to that effect) on the providentid, absolutely irreducible
diverdty of individud human natures and communities; and his characteristic emphesis,
aready elaborated above, on the inherently dynamic, ongoing nature of each human being's
goiritud  devdopment—and on the corregpondingly  inexhaudtible  divine  Crestivity
underlying that spiritua responsibility.

% See the full references and more extensve illugtrations in our sudies in notes 32
and 19 above.
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Moreover, these points are not something he pioudy preaches smply in words, but
ones that he dramdicaly illudrates, with literdly hundreds of fascinating ‘case-studies, in
his tdling accounts of both contemporary and earlier spiritud figures induding a good
number with whose practical approaches and statements he quite openly disagrees—yet with
whom in many cases he seems to have himsdf lived, worked and taught. For example, hs
wdl-known critica attitude toward the widespread practice of muscd samd@' is only one
illusration of this reveding co-exigence of his own persona Spiritud judgments together
with his evident practica tolerance of opposing perspectives and interpretations.

Another recurrent expresson of this same recognition of the spiritud necessty and
inevitahility of congtant creativity—and the concomitant result of ever-expanding individud,
socid and culturd diversty—is his often forceful pronouncements, in various outwardly
‘legd’ contexts (and again closdy reflecting repeated Qur'anic warnings to the same effect),
radicaly questioning the ability or right of anyone to seek to impose the results of their own
hermeneutical reasoning and Spiritual discoveries on anyone else34 Equdly reveding are his
even more outspoken criticisms of many of the most basic assumptions and pretensions of the
hisoricd discipline of figh, when it is construed as the purported bass for some supposedly
dl-encompassing sysem of public redigious ‘Iawg.35 One key implicaion of these
conscioudy radicd judgements, which he returns to even more frequently, is his sympathetic
embrace of the openended, virtud infinite profusion of individua modes of ‘belief’ .

At an even deeper leve, of course—as with his uniquely persond notions of the

‘individual archetypes (a'yan théabita) of each person’s existence, and of each human soul’s
‘direct lineé to God (al-wajh al-khass)—this awareness of truly absolute individuaity and

*' See the detailed illustrations of these key principles, throughot the Futdihat, in our
earlier studies cited at n. 19 above.

% See the trandaion (and explanatory notes) of chapter 366 of the Fut(hat (‘The
Mahdi and His Helpers) in The Meccan Revelations, vol. |; Chapter 2 (‘Ibn ‘Arabi and the
Tasks of Spiritud Indght and Credtivity’) in Orientations. Islamic Thought in a World
Civilisation; ‘Ibn ‘Arabi’s Messanic Secret: From “The Mahdi” to the Imamate of Every
Soul’, IMIAS vol. XXX (2001), pp. 1-19; and the legal studies cited notes 32 and 19 above.

% I‘tigad: a term that could be more adequatdy trandated (especidly in light of the
Arabic etymologica connotations of ‘redtriction’ and ‘binding’ that Ibn ‘Arabi is dways
quick to highlight) as ‘the gpiritudly determinative conscious and unconscious assumptions
and perspectives informing our uniquely individua “framing” of the nature of redity’. See
especidly the concluding passage from chapter 318 trandated at the end of this essay.
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diversty goes to the very heart of the Shaykh's didinctive conception of the divine Redity
and Its infinite Sdf-manifestations. But here, as everywhere ese, those famous metaphysica
‘theories have their roots and illugrations profoundly anchored in the spectrum of redities
and probative experiences dways accompanying the ongoing practical processes of piritud
redlisation and discovery.

C. FREEDOM/OBLIGATION TO ‘MAKE BEAUTIFUL’ (ihsan):

While Truth (al-Haqq), rather than Beauty (and the inseparable redity of love), is
surdy the overdl keynote of Ibn ‘Arabi’s best-known writings—at least when they are
compared with the classcd poetic masterworks of the later Persan, Turkish, and other
Eagtern Idamic humanities—his books are aso filled with practical acknowledgements of the
essentid role of these other indispensable dements of the spiritud Paeth.  And in a number of
places, such as his famous chapter 178 on Love in the FutGhét, he provides what is
essentidly the template for many centuries of laer commentaries, which we find in dl
Idamicate languages, that are meant to bring out more openly and explicitly the origindly
soripturd dements and Prophetic lessons so effectively conveyed in the popularly accessble
locd forms of the Idamic humanities, from the Burda to the great mystica poems of Ibn a-
Faid—and ther even more famous equivdents in other non-Arabic culturd and linguigtic

contexts.

We have separated this point out here as a digtinctive pre-condition for the actud
hermeneuticd  processes of spiritual redisation Smply because the prevaling rdigio-palitica
ideologies of our own time have s0 bhizarrely pretended to divorce the obligation of ihsan
(understood smply as ‘doing good’) from those equdly essentid components of divine
Beauty and the motivating power of love from which the actud spiritud redity of ihsan can
never be effectivdy separated. Hence we find oursdves dl too often facing the strange
dilemmas of a multitude of contemporary societies and cultures in which human beings,
given thar innate spiritud ‘hunger’ and ‘third’, naturdly gravitate toward the redities of
Beauty and the endless credtive expressons of ihsan whenever they have the requidte
freedom—yet where those princpid divine redities are paradoxicdly assumed by rdigio-
moraigtic ideologues (of virtudly every dripe) to be somehow excluded from those imagined
impersondl, ided sysems of public ‘mordity’ that they portray as being somehow imposed
from without or above.
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D. FREEDOM/OBLIGATION TO ASSOCIATE AND COMMUNICATE:

If each person’s first conscious steps on the spiritud Path are necessarily ‘individua’
(or rather, happen to appear as such), cetainly al the remaining advances are often taken in
many indispensable kinds of ‘spiritua company’ (suhba), whose presences and indispensable
influences are described and illustrated on virtudly every page of Ibn ‘Arabl’s Meccan
[lluminations. So whenever we are able to respond postively and appropriately to those
uniqudy individud <spiritud chdlenges emblematicdly portrayed in the hadith of the
Quedtioning, that actuad movement toward redlised compassion (rahma) and ihsan is dmost
inevitably with and through the influence, encouragement, and grace of Spiritua companions
and guides, present on many leves of being, whose roles and ful influence become ever
more visble and apparent as we advance. Once agan, this is a basc phenomenologicd
redity of dl spiritud life whose scripturd, practical, and intdlectud dimensons are taken up
throughout Ibn * Arabi’ swritings.

Moreover, some of the most remarkable and thought-provoking lessons of Ibn
‘Arabi’s works, emeging most dealy in scattered autobiographicd remarks about himsef
and his Sufi companions and other spiritua contemporaries, have to do not with his actua
teachings, but with the peculiaities of cetan socid and culturd conditions he evidently
takes for granted—and which he spedificaly chose to highlight in his Rih al-Quds (partly
trandated as ‘Sufis of Andalusia’) and other autobiographica works. What is so gtriking in
those personal accounts, amost everywhere that Ibn ‘Arabi travels, is the presence
everywhere of an extreordinary set of gpiritualy accomplished individuas (with or without
vigble charismatic powers, or karamat) who are themsdves diginguished by ther tdl-tde
ggns of accomplished ‘spiritud ijtihad’, or surprisngly cregtive endeavours  of
experimentation and redisation that are often radicdly different in both kind and expresson
from the formulac inditutiond accounts and classca guiddines of proper adab avalable in
near-contemporary and later Sufi manuds. As we can see throughout his writings, 1bn ‘Arabi
forcefully criticises those recently developed inditutions and formulaic approaches on many
occasons precisaly for ther routinisstion (and presumptuous specidisation) of intringcdly
universal spiritud  tasks and respongbilities which he dways indgs are actudly incumbent
on dl human beings (and certainly dl Mudims), not just ahandful of saf-styled initiates.

On an even more visble indeed inherently politicd level, when we consder those
ever-present teging Stuations posed by the ‘hadith of the Questioning’, it is dearly close to
impossble even to recognise the full extent of the sufferings and needs of those around us—
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dl the endless individud forms of inner ‘sickness, ‘hunge’” and ‘third’ compressed in the
succinctly  forceful imegery of that hadith—wherever dl individuds are not free and
empowered to communicate openly and effectively the actual realities of their state Hence
any truly effective response to that fundamentad humen right and responshility of genuindy
free communication aso necessarily requires a corresponding freedom of association and
collective action, a right which is typicdly mogt directly efficacious (outwardly as wdl as
soiritudly) when it is locd and closest to the paticular needs and suffering that are in

. 37
question.

E. RESPECTING THE AWLIYA':

No theme is more central to the Meccan Illuminations than that of walaya (of the
divine Proximity and Guadianship), in dl of its dimendons and manifedaions.  This
indudes by extenson the vast subject of prophetology, and the wide-ranging practica
goiritud  functions in Ibn ‘Arabr’s world-view of that rare group of ‘Friends of God (the
mysterious gawm described at 5:54) who are dways a the centre of his concernt that
gpecidly missoned ‘people whom (God) will bring in these later times, ‘who love Him, and
He loves them...”. So far, even the brilliantly summarised presentations and typologies of M.
ChodkiewicZ classc Seal of the Saints (or the traditiona commentaries now avalable
relating to this same issue as it arises throughout the Fus(is) do no more than scratch the
surface of this immense and dl-encompassing topic. This is perhaps the perfect illudration
of a subject in Ibn ‘Arabl which appears initidly as abdractly theologicd (and a least
impliatly political) when viewed intdlectudly, from the ‘outsde of our hermeneutica
crcdle.  But when we approach it from the more illuminaing perspective of actud spiritud
practice and redisation, in a very red sense virtudly everything one encounters on the Path

comes down to the probative manifestations and reassurances of the divine walaya.

For no one advances very far in the process of spiritud redisation—or discovers any
lagingly sdisfying answers to that fundamental hermeneuticadl question with which we
opened this essay—without the tangible guiding presence of the ‘Friends of God’. And each
dsep, after that iniid discovery, is accompanied by the ever-growing awareness of ther

influences and guidance on every plane of our being—and of ther presence, as so many of

*" Not surprisingly, Ibn ‘Arabi's ongoing discussions of the spiritudl themes of charity
throughout the FutOhéat, both as zakdt and sadaga, ae among the most immediaey
accessble and spiritualy powerful passages in that work.
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these ‘Openings (and the hadith of the Questioning) congtartly remind us, al around us, for
‘those with eyesto see...”.

In that light, the virtua dbsence of ther mention—and indeed the not infrequent
atitude of vehement denigration and even outright denid (extending even to the point of
bombings and other sacrilege—among the publidy prevaling pseudo-‘reigious’ ideologies
of our own day is one dramatic measure of the particular chdlenges facing the ‘people of
redisaion’ in this era  Even—or perhaps especidly?—amdl children can immediady
recognise the trandorming presence of each human (and angdic) insrument of divine
compassion tha they encounter—an intuitive awareness, like that of holy and sacred places,
which is huilt into the very essence of the heart. So few teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi could be
more widdy neglected, and yet more poignantly indigpensdble, in the distracted

circumstances in which we find oursdves today.

F. THE Socio-PoLITICAL NECESSITY OF CONSENSUS AND CO-OPERATION

Wha this particular heading points to is not those familiar types of spontaneous,
andl-group Soiritud association dready mentioned (at point D just above), which dready
develop directly and spontaneoudy from our naturd response to those Stuations of suffering
and need dramatised in the opening hadith of the Questioning. Ingtead, | am referring here to
a far more vishle, essentidly politica redity lying ‘outdde the drde of spedificdly spiritud
concerns, a creative palitical chdlenge which is daly re-enacted a levels dretching from the
couple and family, a one extreme, to the mog incdusve globd mord communities. 1bn
‘Arabi was no unredigtic ‘utopian’ (in the ordinary sense of that term), but a keen observer of
the visble surrounding political redities in a time of widespread turbulence and traumetic
disorder so extreme tha we can scarcdy imagine it—caught as he was, throughout his life,
between Crusades of both West and East, and the even more devastating Mongol invasions
dready underway to his East. As such, he devotes condderable attention throughout the
Futihdt and dsewhere to deding with the inevitably fraught and problematic rdaions
between those rare individuds whose existence is conscientioudy devoted to spiritua matters
lying ‘within' the drde of redisation, and the much larger portion of humanity who, on the
level of conscious atention and intention, are ordinarily so deeply embedded in the manifold
forms of unconscious taglid and reflexive natura behaviour that they may wel imagine they
areliving oldy in thet ‘lowest life' (al-hayat al-dunyd) lying outsde that circle.

In that light, another unfairly neglected subject scattered throughout the FutGhat is 1bn
‘Arabr's careful attention to those basic matters of common worldly interes (masalih) and
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corresponding principles of practical wisdom and prudence (hikam, here in a more worldly

sense) which necessxily underlie every laging and successful form of public order—again,

a evary levd of human association.38 Unfortunately, since lbn ‘Arabi often contrasts that
shared domain of eathly practicd wisdom with the dramaicdly more inclusve and far-
reeching spiritud ams of the divine revddions (shar&@'i‘), it is clear tha some modern
interpreters have occasonaly misundersood such contrasting passages as a kind of—
typicdly ‘ascetic’, or dangeroudy ‘mydicd’—denigration or even an outright denid of the
ongoing importance of such worldly congderations and the complex forms of public

consensus and compromise that are necessary for any stable socio-politica order.

In fact, given the radicd individudity and expanding credtive diversty that [bn *Arabi
views as inevitably arisng from the active pursuit of spiritud redisation, he repeatedly
makes it cler—as is indeed evident in dl his aove-mentioned rhetorical forms of careful
atention to the organiang opinions and influences of that world ‘outdde the circle —that
only a congant, widdy shared public spirit of compromise, consensus, and appropriate
concern with those centrd matters of public interest fnasélih) can make possible in practice
each of these preceding essentid supportive conditions for the tasks and obligations of
goiritud redistion.  In this respect, once agan, lbn ‘Arabi’s far-reaching politica indghts
continue to highlignt these essentid perennid conditions for gpiritud  redisation and
credivity in the ever-expanding, inherently diverse, multi-cultura and  multi-confessiona
politicd and mora orders of the contemporary world—just as much as they did in the far
more fragmented, scattered, locdised, and highly unstable circumgtances of the tumultuous
centuries immediately following his degth.

CONCLUSION
Thanks to an extraordinary amount of detailed historica and textua research over the
past few decades, we can now follow in condderable detall during the centuries following
Ibn ‘Arabi’s death, throughout the regions north and east of the origind Arab conquests,
many beautifully illustrative cases of those extraordinary loca processes of spiritud and
religious credivity—of ihsan in the most profound and lasting sense—which gave rise to
those locdly adgpted forms of the Idamic humanities that eventudly made possble the

*® See the pioneering artidle of F. Rosenthd (n. 24) above for an especialy helpful
enumerdion of the key passages in which Ibn *Arabl discusses these essentid, humanly
universal rational political principles, which aso extend to the this-worldly ams of the divine
reveded-pathways (shar&@’i').
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emergence of Idam as a truly world religious traolition.39 (In our own time, incidentdly, the
same cregtive piritud phenomena are gill happening adl around us, though of course more
vigbly for those who know where and how to look.) Agang that inspiring backdrop, it is
one of those curious higtorica ironies which one frequently encounters in the study of
religion, that so many of the prevaling nationdist religious ideologies of our own day have
chosen to portray those remarkably credtive centuries of Mudim culturd creativity and
diversty, and tha hemisphere-wide theatre of incomparable spiritud effervescence and

cultural expansion, as an age of so-caled ‘ decadence, inactivity, and decay.

As the result of that recent detailed higtoricd research, we can now find the traces of
Ibn *Arabr's influence throughout that period, both visble (textud) and implicit, amost
wherever we turn.  And that influence is equaly pdpable in both the integra facets of his
writing discussed in this paper. Most obvioudy, it can be seen ‘outsde the circle of
redization, in the public, learned defence and theologicd articulation of his digtinctive theses
and undergtanding of the Idamic tradition, in ways which frequently dominated officid
religious circles, even in certain cases—as with Khumayni's famous ‘Letter to Gorbachev'—
down to our own day. Less obvioudy demongtrable, but probably far more profound and
lagting, was the actud spiritud interpretation and cregtive application of his intentions and
ingghts by dedicated readers and students who actudly put into practice, in the domans of
redisation, dl those lessons he sought to communicate to his spiritualy prepared readers,

those he addresses o tdllingly at the end of his Introduction to the Futahétt,40 who are able to

** For an initid overview of the incressingly prolific and geographically wide-ranging
gpectrum of recent higtorical research illudrating the local impact of these phenomena in very
different higtorical settings, see our web-based volume (incorporating severd dozen articles,
monographs and reviews of related publications), Ibn ‘Arabi and His Interpreters. Historical
Contexts and Contemporary Perspectives (details a n. 3 above). Given the ever-expanding
proliferation of publications in this area, probably the best way to follow this expanding
research is provided by the bi-annud issues of the Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi
Society (Oxford). One of the best mesasures of the vast geographical and historical extent of
the subsequent use and application of Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings is in the highly detalled regiond
case-dudies of the polemics and opposition to those influences, in a range of loca settings,
induded in Islamic Mysticism Contested: Thirteen Centuries of Controversies & Polemics,
ed. Frederic de Jong & Bernd Radtke (Leiden, Brill, 1999). (See dso the recent case-study
citedin n. 40 below.)

“ See the trandation of those key sections of his mugaddima in ‘How to Study the
Futdhat: Ibn ‘Arabi’s Own Advice (n. 24 above).
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move from dluson to indght, and from indght to its redised expresson and
communication.*”

That group of readers, who are not satisfied to ‘worship according to the prevailing
suppositions of others, are indeed most likey to seek out and put into practice these and
may other dimensons of Ibn ‘Arabi’s own response to the recurrent dilemmas of spiritud
hermeneutics and redisation Some of the key features of the Shaykh's own ddiberate
response, caefully indicating how we may discover this myderious, divindy intended
‘aspect of the Right/Truth/Obligation with God gpplying to this particular problematic
situation, are beautifully summerised in the following later key passage from the Futhat:

Now you must know that if the fully human being (al-insan) renounces his
(own persond) ams, tekes a loathing to his cand sdf (nafs), and instead
prefers his Lord: then the Red (al-Haqqg) will give him a form of divine
guidance in exchange for the form of his nafs ..so that he walks in garments
of Light. And (this form) isthe reveded-pathway (shari‘a) of his prophet and
the message of his (prophetic) messenger.  Thus he receives from his Lord
what contains his happiness—and some people see (this divine guidance) in
the form of their prophet, while some see it in the form of ther (spiritud)
state.

In the former case, Ibn ‘ Arabi continues:
That (form) is the inner redity of that prophet and his spirit, or the form of an
angd like him, who knows his reveded-Path from God.... And we ourselves
have often recaved in this way the form of many things among the divindy
revedled judgments which we had not learned about from the learned or from
their books. (For even) if the form (reveding that ingpiration to the seeker) is

*' One recent, and higtorically particularly important, illustration of this kind of wide-
ranging ‘unpublicised’ influence of the Shaykh's thought within and through the arenas of
actud spiritud redistion—and at the same time, of the carefully adapted culturd and
political cregtivity highlighted in this esssy above—can be found in Richad McGregor's
Sanctity and Mysticism in Medieval Egypt: The Wafa Sufi Order and the Legacy of Ibn
‘Arabi (Albany, NY, SUNY Press, 2004), as wdl as in the author's other related studies in
Egyptian Sufism (including his contribution to this 2005 Damascus colloquium).

. Chapter 318, val. Ill, p. 70; the phrases in quotes in the preceding paragraph are
taken from those longer key passages on the chalenge of true spiritud hermeneutics, from
chapter 64 of the Fut(hat, introduced at the beginning of this essay.
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not that of his prophet, then it ill necessarily refers to his particular spiritud)
date or to the stage of the divine-revealing Ghar‘) with regard to that moment
and that Stuation in which he saw thet vision.

So nothing could be more universa, or more far-reaching in its practical implications and
demands, than the Shaykh’s summary conclusion here, his remarkable response to those
recurrent dilemmas of interpretation with which we began—a response that immediately
takes us back to each of those essentia conditions for spiritua redlisation discussed in the
preceding sections:
... (For) gpart from what is (unambiguoudy) forbidden or enjoined, there is no
redriction on what he accepts from that (inspiration), whether with regard to
beliefs or other things: for God's Presence encompasses the totdity of dl
bdiefs (jami* al-‘agé’id).
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APPENDIX: The*Hadith of the Quetioning’ (at the R%urret:tion)43
God says on the Day of the Rising: ‘O son of Adam, | was sick and you didn’t visit Me’
Hesad: ‘O my Lord, how could | vigt You, and You are Lord of the worlds?’
God sad: ‘Didn’t you know that My servant so-and-so was dck, yet you didn't vigt him?
Or didn’t you know that if you hed visted him you would have found Me with him?
[Then God says] ‘O son of Adam, did | not ask you for food, but you refused to feed Me?
Hesad: ‘O my Lord, how could | feed Y ou, and You are Lord of the Worlds!?

God sad: ‘Now didn't you know that my servant so-and-so asked you for food, but you
didn't feed him? And didn't you know that if you had fed him you would have found

that with Me?”™

[Then God says] ‘O son of Adam, | asked you for a drink, but you didn't give Me anything
to drink.’

Hesad: ‘O my Lord, how could | give You adrink, and You are Lord of the Worlds!?

God said: ‘My servant so-and-so asked you for a drink, but you didn't give him any. But if
you had given him adrink you would have found that with Me’’

* Trandated here according to the verson attributed to Abl Hurayra, recorded by
Mudim, birr, 43, which is the source for the same hadith, included in its full longer context,
inlbn *Arabi’s own Mishkat al-Anwar (number 98). See Graham, Divine Word, pp. 179-180.

‘ This twice-repeated phrase suggests an intentiond reference to the dramatic
echatologica context assumed in the frame-dtory of this hadith—in which the souls of those
danding a the Judgement are themsdves understood to be suffering terribly from the
soiritud ‘hunger’ and ‘thirs’ often mentioned in those contexts in the Qur'an and other

eschatological hadith.



